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Abstract: This paper explores participatory architecture through counterbalancing a
historical review with an analysis of four emergent projects. This paper aims to
contribute to understanding emergent participatory architecture practices and extract
best practice and insights around these forms of designing with people. We analyse
four emergent participatory projects developed in Spain, France, Norway and England,
using a narrative inquiry-based method to examine interviews, observations, and
literature. We then discuss the lessons learnt and argue for contemporary
participatory architecture as a strong alternative to overcome the issues associated
with conventional approaches to architecture that exclude people from the design
process; and to address the most pressing challenges in our society and cities with local
communities.
Keywords: participatory architecture; spatial practices; spatial agency; community
architecture; participatory design; co-design

1. Introduction
The paper explores participatory architecture (PA), reviewing its roots and analysing
emergent projects to identify strategies and tactics as principles of practice for co-designing
socially sustainable ways of living. Here strategies are understood as high-level, planned
approaches that reinforce existing control and power structures, and tactics are seen as
bottom-up, opportunistic, sometimes temporary approaches, that emerge from everyday
activities (de Certeau, 1984). Intensifying social and environmental issues require radical and
novel architectural transformations. Sociocultural and economic challenges arise alongside
energy poverty, pressing shortages of natural resources, and the climate emergency.
Architecture plays a key role in addressing these challenges; yet a large part of the existing
power structures in architecture are currently focused on seeking to generate profits instead
of serving the common good (Sara et al., 2020; Lorne, 2017, p.269; Harvey, 2012). Now the
practice of responsible architecture demands more socially, and economically sustainable
ways of transforming our habitats. PA is hailed as an alternative approach with the potential
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to re-focus attention on the activities of everyday life to meet such demands and address
some of these challenges (Montaner, 2015; Awan et al., 2011); e.g., PA practices can transfer
sole responsibility for governance from the government to that of shared responsibility with
communities, which can alleviate the strain on public services (see DCLG, 2011; and McVicar
& Turnbull, 2019). Indeed, architecture and urban planning increasingly demand citizen
participation (Miazzo & Kee, 2014), aligning with the ‘sustainable cities and communities’
goal in the United Nations 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development (2015), which
advocates for participatory planning, and PA.
PA stands for the democratisation of architectural design processes (Sanoff, 2010). It arises
from the need to generate alternative ways of doing architecture that can afford community
members “to reconnect with their own sense of agency through engagement in space and
place” (Dodd, 2020, p.1), and from the need to produce positive changes of future-making
with people (Luck, 2018). PA moves away from considering spaces as static, neutral, or finite,
rather, spaces are understood as transitional, changeable, evolving, and dynamic. It
displaces the hierarchical norms commonly associated with professional architectural
practice and makes explicit that the creation of space should be a shared enterprise (Awan
et al., 2011, p. 29), transforming relationships between professional and layperson by
sharing agency. In this regard, the role of the architect shifts away from the perspective of
an expert, who works alone (within a design capsule), to that of a facilitator, who creates
collective opportunities for community members to identify and understand their needs
(Murphy & Hands, 2012), and enable them to change their spatial situations.
PA has connections to and overlaps with movements such as DIY architecture, informal
urbanism, and architecture without architects. DIY or ‘do-it-yourself' architecture is an
umbrella term referring to a mode of self-production where an individual adopts
simultaneously the roles of designer, maker, and user or occupant of the production (Smith,
2012). Instead, PA is understood as 'Do-it-Together' Architecture, in which groups of people
come together to socially co-produce spaces and engage collectively as designers, makers
and users or/and occupants of the spatial production. PA is distinct from informal urbanism,
– understood as the production of urban development, usually through self-build,
independent of formal frameworks and assistance (United Nations, 2022) –, in that it is
usually led by desire rather than necessity, and it happens in connection with formal
frameworks, often by finding loopholes or ways to negotiate with permissions. Informal
urbanism is associated with individuals and family groups generating their own domestic
spaces, whereas PA brings together diverse background groups through collective action,
and usually it involves built environment professionals at some stages of the project.
Participatory architects build power-balanced relationships with communities through using
co-design methods to bring people together from diverse backgrounds to enhance their
surroundings. Here co-design refers to design approaches that are tailored to local contexts
enabling participants to transform their current situations in their own creative ways by
using elements that are familiar to them (Galabo, 2020, p.22). PA practices work together
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with people, and involve them in the phases of ideation, design, and even in the
construction stage, rather than excluding people, which has made cities unrelatable,
unproductive and more dependent on capitalist practices (Faulconbridge & Mcneill, 2010).
PA is consistent with co-design principles (McKercher, 2020) which equalise power relations,
elevating the voice and contribution of people with lived experience.
In this paper, we provide our vision of PA by tracing back its roots since the 1960s, and by
reflecting on its mutual influence on other participatory approaches to design, – setting the
scene for discussing the new wave of PA practices since mid 2000s-. Within this wave we
examine four emergent PA projects using narrative inquiry, drawing from semi-structured
interviews with architects involved in these projects and published reports. This paper
explores what we can learn from these PA practices by examining the development of their
strategies and tactics for engaging people in the transformation of their domestic spaces and
neighbourhoods. It examines the relationship between such strategies and tactics to identify
best practices and develop actionable insights for enhancing people's participation in
architecture. Finally, we discuss the results and develop key values gathered across cases.

2. Roots of participatory architecture
A myriad of participatory approaches emerged as a result of civil rights and grassroots social
movements around and after May 1968 (Harvey, 2012), boosted by radical pioneers in
design and architecture (Luck, 2018). These approaches questioned the traditional
perspective that the professional is an expert (Sanoff, 2010) that is (i) best positioned to
decide how to transform our cities and domestic spaces; and (ii) should have the sole agency
to decide how others should live without considering their sociocultural backgrounds and
needs. In contrast to this essentially Modernist perspective, researchers and practitioners in
architecture, design, geography, urban planning, and other disciplines have been developing
approaches to include people in the transformation of the built environment and the ways
of working and living by theory-building in design, planning, and decision-making processes.
The following sections present the main participatory approaches in design, and the
historical review of PA until present days.

2.1 Participatory design and co-design
There are many approaches outside of architecture that influence PA, the main participatory
approaches in design that are relevant to this paper are explored here. Participatory Design
(PD) has its roots in the seminal ‘Design Participation’ academic conference held by the
Design Research Society in 1971 (Cross, 1972), and in the ‘Utopia’ project in Scandinavia
(Ehn, 1988), where designers started involving users in the design process of computerbased systems in industrial workplaces. Another less overtly political strand of activity sees
co-design enabling less rigid, hierarchical, and conventional design processes. Co-design
approaches are aligned with advocacy planning (see below) and are recognised as creative
practices in the public sector. Co-design is ignited by people interested to work together to
develop solutions to improve their situations, which may involve professional designers to
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work with them in new roles as co-designers (Lee, 2008; Cruickshank et al., 2013;
Zamenopoulos & Alexiou, 2018). Unlike co-design, PD is more controlled through rigid
processes since they employ designerly methods for engagement (e.g., user persona,
customer journey map) where designers filter and synthesise the design outputs. Co-design
methods are more flexible and open to creative responses from everyday life and use
familiar elements of participants’ daily experiences, e.g., icons representing furniture and
items of day-to-day life (Lee, 2008).

2.2 History of Participatory Architecture
Inflecting these participatory roots, PA emerged as a new wave of thought in architecture
expressed in several different approaches, including (i) community architecture, first used by
Fred Pooley (1970s) referring “to the provision of architecture for the community by local
authorities” (Jenkins et al., 2009, p. 24); (ii) spatial agency, (Awan et al., 2011, p. 29) which
builds upon Henri Lefebvre’s (1974) notion of space being socially charged; (iii) spatial
practices (Dodd, 2020); and (iv) architectural participatory design (Luck, 2018). Urban
planning was also inspired by the May 1968 civil rights movement and developed equivalent
participatory strands including: (i) advocacy planning - urban planners are advocates for the
needs and interests of communities (Davidoff, 2016, ch. 21); (ii) urban acupuncture (SolàMorales et al., 2008); and (iii) placemaking - coined by the non-profit organisation Project for
Public Spaces, influenced by Jacobs ’and Whyte’s works; and (iv) participatory placemaking
(Sara et al., 2020).
At the International Congresses of Modern Architecture (CIAMs, between 1928-1959),
European architects expanded the concept of architecture to include, for the first time,
everyday residential settlements, which had always been the work of ‘anonymous
architecture’. This ambition claimed the right to intervene in the whole built environment,
and began stigmatisation of informal settlements (Montaner, 2015, p.9). Pioneers of PA
include Turner, who moved to Peru (1957-1965) and collaborated in self-building squatter
settlements in Lima and Arequipa (Awan et al., 2011); Alexander, whose architectural
system was based on patterns like the ones explored in the Mexicali housing (Alexander et
al., 1985); Habraken, who claimed to re-engage with residents (Habraken, 1972); Kroll, who
developed a PA practice with a strong ecological and inclusive agenda (Comerio, 1987);
Erskine who regenerated the popular Byker quartier in Newcastle (1969-1983) with
residents' involvement; and Segal who developed a self-building system in London in 1981.
Latin America also became an epicentre for PA experiments, particularly in the 1970s, e.g.,
Guevara's works on the Solanda quartier in Quito, Ecuador, and La Fama quartier in Santa
Caterina, Mexico (see Montaner, 2020; 2015). Participatory projects emerged around
housing interventions of community groups and their neighbourhoods. Since then, some of
these projects have been supported by not-for-profit organisations with strength in citizen
participation. Latin American governments developed ‘self-building policies’ (such as in Lima
and Mexico City) to support informal settlements. This was fuelled by two contextual
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factors: the increasing housing demand in the outskirts of megalopolises, and the recurrent
economic crises. Thereafter, activists, sociologists, architects, urban planners, and
anthropologists have been animating citizen participation in many architectural processes
and finding inspiration in precedents such as Hassan Fathy's interventions in New Gourna
Village in 1946 in Luxor, Egypt (Montaner, 2015; Fathy, 1973).
During the 1970s and 1980s, political agendas in Europe also promoted participatory
planning and community-led architecture (Luck, 2018, p.144). Yet in the 1990s this support
disappeared alongside funding and PA turned into a minority practice. However, from the
mid-2000s onwards, a revival of PA emerged from practices such as Aravena’s Elemental on
affordable homes (1994-); the Stalker/Osservatorio Nomade (1994-); atelier d'architecture
autogérée (2001-); and Cirugeda's Recetas Urbanas (1996-). Currently in Europe, selfbuilding regulations are uncommon and Cirugeda’s practice tries to push the boundaries of,
somehow restrictive, construction regulations with radical approaches, which is further
discussed in the following sections.

3. Methodology and projects review
Building on these historical perspectives, this paper contrasts this review with the actual
practices of contemporary PA projects. Here we mix reflective, peer-reviewed publications
with primary research that is more likely to reveal the messy practices of real life. Through
this approach, we will draw out best practices and future challenges for PA.
Narrative inquiry (see Chase, 2008) has been used to extract meanings from the semistructured interviews conducted with architects involved in the projects selected:
ecosistema urbano's Dreamhamar (Hamar, Norway), Cirugeda’s La Cañada Real SocioCommunity Centre (Madrid, Spain), Concordet’s Ensemble à Claveau (Bordeaux, France),
and Hands-on-Bristol's Ebenezer Gate Pocket Park (Bristol, UK). We asked the architects
questions related to the context, methodology, engagement method, processes of
participation, and the successes within their projects. All these projects operate at diverse
scales of intervention, from domestic spaces to neighbourhoods, and with different public
and third sector institutions, which represent the new wave of PA practices since the 2000s.
The interviews are captured as narratives. Each interview embodies a descriptive account,
an emotional journey and the narrator's own constructed reality. The data is then reviewed,
looking for emerging patterns without having a specific observational lens. In addition, we
examine each PA project using de Certeau’s (1984) notions of strategies and tactics. de
Certeau describes strategies as overarching, long-term goals (Rice, 2018). By contrast, tactics
are improvised, responsive, and resourceful (Petrescu & Petcou, 2013); and unlike
strategies, are contextually charged (Rice, 2018). They are not dictated by strategic aims, but
are opportunistic, seizing emergent possibilities to capitalise and create advantage (de
Certeau, 1984). Tactics can also provide chances to bypass dominant hierarchies and power
structures (Petrescu & Petcou, 2013), – i.e., rules, laws, regulations –, to encourage people
to engage in the co-production of social spaces. Tactics are often considered short-term,
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immediate solutions that are not necessarily connected to contributing toward a broader
overall goal (Sara et al., 2020).
The framework of analysis involved ‘playing’ with data (e.g. tabulating the data, and
searching for themes across cases) to look for relevant patterns, insights, or concepts (Yin,
2018). This analysis was guided by the notions of strategies and tactics, and observations
from field visits in some of the locations where the projects were taking place, such as
Claveau (France) and Bristol (UK), to develop a case description. In the next sections, we
seek to identify long-term strategies of participatory best practice, which can be aligned with
temporary, serendipitous tactics of everyday practices that transform ways of dwelling
towards healthier and socially more inclusive cities.

3.1 Dreamhamar, Hamar: from local authority to networked-community
building
Dreamhamar (2011-2013) is a 12-month urban regeneration project, led by ecosistema
Urbano [urban ecosystem], which deployed a process of citizen participation, geared as
collective idea-generation, to reimagine the public space of Stortorget Square in Hamar,
Norway. The participatory process was structured based on the spatial practice’s strategies:
(a) not seeking consensus, but rather, opening a citizen debate via community engagement
in several workshops and urban actions (pop-ups and prototyping collective activities) on the
actual public space designed to transform it and test ideas; (b) a non-prescriptive, openended and responsive process of participatory events, – each event informed the
subsequent ones, based on the connections, interactions, and the assemblage of actors; and
(c) open-ended and emergent outputs, rather than depicting a democratic (voting process)
decision-making process.
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Figure 1. Dreamhamar general diagram. Source: ecosistemaurbano.com

Ecosistema Urbano deployed their participatory methodology, called the ‘Network Design
Process’ (Ecosistema Urbano, 2013). The Network Design Process is theoretically influenced
by Actor-Network Theory (Latour, 2004), and was deployed in Dreamhamar using four
tactics (see Figure 1): (i) ‘urban actions’ – pop-up events hosted every two weeks on the
square to prototype and test some design-concepts with local citizens (see Figure 2); (ii) a
‘digital Lab’ – an innovative platform for global interaction and knowledge-exchange of
ideas; (iii) a ‘physical lab’ embedded in the square; and (iv) an ‘academic network’ – building
relationships with local schools, and universities at national and international levels. As
Dreamhamar’s coordinator of the participatory process, Jorge Toledo explains:
“The two most important lines of work were the involvement of students [tactic iv]
through the digital lab [tactic ii], which allowed generating urban actions [tactic i] as
prototypes of proposals, and [secondly] generating an impact of reflection in the city,
and so launching the debate [strategy a].”

In this quote, we can appreciate how in the case of Dreamhamar, the tactics were
interwoven with the strategies to generate participatory synergies and debate. The lines
between strategy and tactic seem to be blurred here. The tactics are deployed in a more
controlled, rigid process, aligning with PD design processes, as discussed in the previous
section.
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Figure 2. Urban actions. Greenhamar (Oct 2011): citizens co-created a platform out of wood for
multi-uses such as a playground, a stage or sitting areas with low-cost sustainable
materials. Source: ecosistema urbano, Dreamhamar, p. 50 (left). Painthamar (Sep 2011)
was the first public event and consisted of an artistic intervention from Boamistura, with
low engagement with citizens, which served to erase the parking slots, and with a colourful,
traditional Norwegian pattern to invite citizens to reimagine the public space. Source:
ecosistema urbano, Dreamhamar, p. 46 (right). Photos: Christoffer H. Nilsen.

3.2 Cañada Real Socio-Community Centre, Madrid: from urgent community
needs to self-building process
La Cañada Real Socio-Community Centre (2018-2019), a self-building facility project led by
Recetas Urbanas [Urban Recipes], was built in five months. This involved the contribution of
more than 1,200 people, of which 600 were children from three local schools and
communities, seventeen social entities, one penitentiary centre, and three universities. In
the 1990s, disfranchised communities moved to live in La Cañada Real, on the outskirts of
Madrid, as a response to prohibitive costs of urban living. Now La Cañada Real comprises
one of the largest squatter settlements in Europe. Such communities demanded more public
investments in the area contacting public authorities and also Recetas Urbanas. So, the
regional authority and the municipality launched a competition for the provision of a nonpermanent social facility.
Subversive, activist, unregulated architecture, hacker, or guerrilla architecture are some of
the terms used to define Recetas Urbanas’ strategies. The practice collaborates with
international political scientists to develop tactics, legal protocols, and comparative
legislative studies between EU countries. Santiago Cirugeda, founder and lead architect,
explains:
“Activism is an option for change; to change something in a creative way by virtue of
the most positive criteria, this is what we try to do, to modify and put into crisis the
established models in order to improve them. La Cañada Real is a very clear example
of our practice. To include citizen participation during the works, we needed to
commit ‘illegalities’, but all the ‘illegalities’ were legitimised later on by the
communities, and then, by the local authorities.”
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Recetas Urbanas have twenty years of experience in bending constructive laws and
regulations which allows them to develop radical strategies to provoke a debate and try to
change urban policies.
In La Cañada Real, their strategies consisted of: (a) approaching the local schools,
neighbourhood associations and organisations to invite them to get involved in the coconstruction of the centre; (b) initiating collaborations with a penitentiary centre, where
they prefabricated construction elements such as window frames and roof panels; (c)
engaging students of three universities and self-built three departmental units. Figure 3
shows the self-building process in phases, including where what elements were built and
who was involved.

Figure 3. PA general diagram of constructive phases and entities and participants included. Source:
Recetas Urbanas.

The participatory tactics used were thoroughly planned. Firstly (i) designing tailored
constructive workshops with all these agents in different places (see Figure 3), and using
team coordination based on the capabilities of the participants (see Figure 4) – preparing
different lines of work for each workshop; (ii) bringing the prefabricated elements to
assemble them in-situ; (iii) allowing everyone to access the construction area, which hosted
many socio-cultural events; (iv) they considered the mental health and psychological
wellbeing of the participants; (v) they modified the logic of conventional construction, e.g.,
they firstly built some minimal structure (the roof, to have a shelter and cover from varying
weather conditions); (vi) and finally they carefully planned moments of participant reward
(e.g., sociocultural events). Cirugeda explains:
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“The construction processes are long, and you don't always have the reward of
finishing a wall or a roof with a party and a meal, you have to keep the participants'
spirits up with festive moments.”

Figure 4. PA tactics: team coordination, self-construction workshop in La Cañada Real. Risks
assumed by volunteers by not wearing protective equipment. Source: Recetas Urbanas.

The centre, in full operation, has become an icon of self-construction protocols and
participatory construction, aiming to advance self-construction policies and co-governance
regulations between citizens and social actors in Spain. It has succeeded in uniting ethnic
groups and offers a variety of learning and cultural activities. This practice differs from
others in being willing to take risks and overcome the fears of traditional construction
legislation that hinders the democratisation of architectural processes.

3.3 Ensemble à Claveau, Bordeaux: from gaining domestic trust to a
neighbourhood community building.
Ensemble à Claveau (2014-2019) is an urban rehabilitation project, located in the Bacalan
urban area. Claveau is a garden city (1950s-) of 245 social houses, based on the town
planning of the end of the 19th century. In 2013, the local municipality launched a renewal
competition, won by Construire – of which Nicole Concordet is founder and lead-architect.
Concordet's innovative proposal emphasised the resident experience and the promotion of
knowledge-exchange, through including educational, experimental, economic, and social
values, based on the existing situation and on residents’ involvement.
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Concordet's strategies revolved around: (a) bringing residents’ needs to the fore of the
project; (b) embedding the studio (physical space) in the neighbourhood to build close-knit
relationships with residents; and (c) gaining the trust of the residents.

Figure 5. PA Tactics. Meeting a resident before the work started (Left). Building a community hub to
promote knowledge exchange (Right). Source: Construire.

The PA tactics deployed by Concordet's team consisted of (i) visiting each social household
and meeting residents separately (see Figure 5); (ii) developing a personalised inventory of
each house which made it possible to understand the residents’ lifestyles and needs, and to
consider the work and renewals that had already been carried out; (iii) setting a community
hub with a tool library, and a communal kitchen and dining area, which enabled knowledgeexchange through educational and cultural events and communal meals (see Figure 5).
Residents could engage in self-rehabilitation since the community hub made tools and
materials readily available, and educational workshops were also regularly organised. As
Concordet explains during the semi-structured interview:
“It [PA] works if one or two people change their way of living and think they can do
things by themselves and being a bit happier, but you don't know for sure, you don't
know it is going to last...”

Concordet's objective was to reconnect the residents with their own domestic spaces, and
then invite them to go outside and take care of their immediate surroundings, and to seek
partnerships with local associations.

3.4 Ebenezer Gate Pocket Park, Bristol: from community demands to student
engagement
Ebenezer Gate Pocket Park (2015-) is a community run pocket park created on an
abandoned (privately owned) piece of land in the Bedminster area of Bristol. The project
emerged through a collaboration with the Bedminster Town Team (local business
improvement group) and Hands-on-Bristol. Hands-on-Bristol is a platform based in the
University of the West of England (UWE), UK, which brings together community members,
architects, trainee architects, and academics to collaborate and make positive changes
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within the city. Hands-on-Bristol involves architecture students in an ongoing process of
engagement and physical interventions in the city.
In 2015, a small pocket of overgrown and fly-tipped land behind a stone archway, closed off
to the public, was identified by the Town Team as a site for investigation. Hands-on-Bristol
engaged residents, community groups, artists, and architects to generate debate about the
potential use of the space. Through this process the idea of a storytelling park emerged, and
a design for the space was co-created with residents and shop owners. The Town Team
successfully applied for ‘Pocket Park’ funding for the project from the UK’s Department for
Communities and Local Government (DCLG) and the process of negotiating the opening of
the space and fabricating the design began.
The strategies consisted of (a) building a relationship between Hands-on-Bristol and local
community organisations; (b) running open events in front of the site to engage passers-by
to generate ideas for the space; (c) generating initial design ideas by responding to the
community feedback; (d) consulting on these design ideas with local community
stakeholders (including the land-owners, a housing association, and its residents); (e)
providing the vision for the community partner to apply for funding from the DCLG; (f)
negotiating with the land-owners to open up the land for public use; (g) working with a local
fabricator to realise the project; (h) and negotiating the donation of the primary materials to
keep the project within budget.

Figure 6. PA tactics: Participation event inviting dreams for the future of the space Photo: Matthew
Jones & UWE. Source: Hands-on-Bristol, UWE.
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Participatory tactics emerged around conversations with the community, through (i) hosting
events to clear the space, assembling the prefabricated elements in-situ and planting the
site; (see Figure 6); (ii) and hosting a grand opening of the space with local volunteers
including a community storyteller, musicians, and photographers in which key community
volunteers ‘Ebenezer Angels’ were ceremonially given the keys to space and the informal
responsibility for maintaining it (see Figure 7).

Figure 7. Ebenezer Gate Pocket Park opening. Photo: Marcus Way. Source: Hands-on-Bristol, UWE

4. Discussions
Regarding the analysis of the context of each of the PA projects, we can appreciate a wide
range of different urban situations that vary from types and levels of participation. All four
projects illustrate strong connections with PA historical practices and evolutions of
participatory tactics and strategies,e.g., Ensemble à Claveau reuses the concept of social
cooperation, used in the Solanda quartier.
The cases are aligned with the types of participatory planning defined by Guedes et al
(2019): formal participation (initiated by public authorities), action research (led by
academic institutions), and community-led participation (driven by communities).
Dreamhamar was ignited by the local authority who launched an international architectural
competition with a generous budget, and it concentrated on regenerating a prime public
urban enclave, attracting more local, middle to upper-income demographic participation.
Ebenezer Gate Pocket Park was led by an academic institution and supported by a local
business organisation and local communities. Ensemble à Claveau was initiated by local
authorities through a public architectural competition and implemented by Construire and
the local communities. Their focus was on rehabilitating a large social housing scheme,
which was in proximity to the already gentrified Bacalan urban area. La Cañada Real was the
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only project instigated by the local communities, an area characterised by extremely low
income and greatly diverse ethnic groups, who approached the PA practice and the local and
regional authorities claiming social services.
The levels of participation in each case study can be seen as moving further up the rungs of
Arnstein’s ladder of participation (1969) from tokenism to citizen control. This difference can
be seen between the Dreamhamar and Hands-on-Bristol projects, where participants
adopted passive or consultative roles, and La Cañada Real and Claveau projects, where
architects had a more intimate engagement approach with the community. In Dreamhamar,
the public engagement was planned and opened to all community groups, and primarily
channeled through the tactic of urban actions, were participants adopted passive or
consultative roles. In the Ebenezer Gate Pocket Park, the public engagement was planned
and supported by tactical pop-up events, run by students, with academic supervision.
Hands-on-Bristol adopted a consultancy process where architectural students filtered ideas
and synthesised design outputs. In Ensemble à Claveau, the proposed engagement process
was centred on the residents' needs using a personal, empathetic, and ethnographic
participative approach, which ensured the participation of low-income communities and
residents during the process. In La Cañada Real, the self-building process was based on the
participants' skills, backgrounds, and age groups, and brought together a wide range of
participants from lower to higher incomes. In contrast to the above projects, where the local
authorities granted participatory and construction permissions, Cirugeda's practice worked
within a legal loophole to collaborate with participants in self building works, which required
negotiation with local and regional authorities to discover the extent of permissions.
La Cañada Real and Ensemble à Claveau projects are more aligned with co-design, where the
engagement activities are tailored to participants’ daily experiences, enabling them to have
citizen control of the architectural process. Their strategies are loose, and their tactics are
serendipitous, emerging during the process, and more risks were taken. Dreamhamar and
Ebenezer Gate Pocket Park seem to fit with PD, describing more controlled strategies and
tactics, with architects mediating and filtering the design outputs. Similarly to co-design, PA
is not possible without building trust and relationships among architects, residents, and
stakeholders (McKercher, 2020). This is clearly achieved in the Ensemble à Claveau project
through Concordet's strategies of embedding the studio within the neighbourhood, or
through regular home visits. In La Cañada Real, this is accomplished by altering the
conventions of construction, by commencing construction with the roof, which fostered
social cohesion, conveying care and respect for the volunteers.
In practice, the combination of PA strategies and tactics allows architects to develop
workable participatory methodologies to build a bridge between citizens and the public
sector. This combination helps to flatten pre-existing power structures and hierarchies,
facilitating collaboration between diverse groups, enabling them to become active agents in
architectural processes. e.g., in La Cañada Real where the penitentiary inmates created
prefabricated components for the centre, and Recetas Urbanas' strategies and tactics that
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expanded the boundaries of who is expected to be a stakeholder and who could make a
valuable contribution, e.g., allowing everyone to access the construction area.
Although strategies and tactics are usually identified as separate concepts, in all the projects
reviewed it is clear they actually work in unison, and often the lines between strategy and
tactic are blurred. E.g., in Dreamhamar, Ecosistema Urbano set up two tactics for
engagement: (a) the digital lab – engaging architecture students and practitioners to
promote a global debate, but also generating a vessel for international concepts, which was
simultaneously a tactic and a strategy; and (b) the physical lab – engaging local citizens in
urban actions to prototype the ideas generated using the digital lab, enabling each event to
inform the next one (another strategy linked to tactics).
Inherent in all the projects is the tactical strategy of engaging with educational institutions
(including universities, schools, community workshops and even a penitentiary). This
demonstrates a variety of opportunities for a two-way relationship to emerge. For example,
the time and resources that can be unlocked by engaging with formal, state-supported
education, which can be utilized to generate, sometimes subversive, and certainly noncommercialised action. There is also the education and knowledge creation that emerges
through engagement in projects, in which participants each learn from each other to awaken
a critical consciousness. In this way, knowledge (and therefore power) can be exchanged
through these projects - much in the way that a network disperses information - in ways that
can be understood as a form of critical pedagogy. Paulo Freire describes critical pedagogy as
a “practice of freedom”, or how individuals and groups learn to critically and creatively
engage with reality to “participate in the transformation of their world” (1970, p.15).
Looking across the PA projects, we have identified the following common strategies and
tactics:

4.1 Strategies
•

Build trust and meaningful relationships: This involves establishing links with
residents and local groups (e.g. educational institutions and community
organisations) to enable them to participate, raise awareness of their current
challenges, and work together to transform their built environment.

•

Encourage citizen participation as an essential aspect to enable of urban
transformations is to create open spaces to promote citizen debates. Open spaces
bring together local communities and stakeholders around projects to promote
discussions and reflections and incentive them to co-negotiate an agenda built upon
citizen situations and needs.

•

Activate citizenship: this involves using creative engagement approaches to enable
active and expressive dialogue between people of all ages, stakeholders, and
architects using creative acts (e.g. prototyping collective activities, gardening
workshops) to promote community learning and development. This enables people
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to see themselves as citizens and participate in the micropolitics of their community
and spaces. It is the awakening of citizens’ agency by which people experience a
collective process of learning, approaching mutual understanding.

4.2 Tactics
•

Employ immersion approaches: The success of PA depends on building trust and
meaningful relationships with small groups of people who engage in the process. To
achieve this and activate citizenship, a hub is often embedded into the
neighbourhood to connect with local groups and residents to build trust and
facilitate public engagements.

•

Deliver socio-cultural activities: These activities promote diversity and inclusion and
enable knowledge exchange and community cohesion, such as public events, pop-up
events in public spaces, and celebration events for the opening of the public space or
collective lunch with residents.

•

Adopt a responsive approach: each resident's situation needs to be considered
differently and give them the freedom to do what they want to do during the process
while trying to develop a sense of the collective good rather than just an
individualistic viewpoint. This involve developing tailored events based on
participant’s needs and situations, such as self-building and community gardening
workshops.

5. Conclusions
This paper introduces PA as a strong alternative to overcome the issues associated with
conventional approaches to architecture that exclude people from the design process; to
address the most pressing challenges in our society and cities with local communities; and to
challenge current political, social, economic, and environmental practices. Building on a
cultural-historical understanding of contemporary PA practices that have been developed in
the past decade, this paper demonstrates the effectiveness of integrating tactical and
strategic approaches in projects that have different degrees of involvement of public
authorities and levels of public participation. Understood as a critical pedagogic synergy
based on knowledge exchange, PA leads to a process of building active citizenship and more
resilient communities in parallel to the transformation of domestic spaces, empowering
people with skills to change small things in their life and to overcome difficulties together.
All four of the case studies here pursued the core values of (i) social cohesion, (ii) building
relationships and knowledge exchange to embrace sustainable ways of inhabitation, (iii)
emphasising collective action, and (iv) collaboration as essential synergy. All these values
subsume under the umbrella of social sustainability, which opens opportunities to change
societies' engagement with the urban landscape by legitimising community engagement.
These advocate for the expansion of citizen rights in decision-making processes. None of
these projects have directly led to immediate wider societal changes, which indicates that
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there is a need to evaluate PA approaches and track the impact of PA over time. Today we
live in a period that needs deep and rapid transformations, where research on PA is highly
required to adapt our environments to sustainable ways of living and to address the
upcoming climate changes.
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